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of Southampton. By 1597 he had made enough money
to buy the biggest house at Stratford, and in the
following year he was named by Meres the critic as the
best playwright of his time. He retired in 1611, and
died, tradition says of fever, in 1616.

Shakespeare's first work as playwright was almost
undoubtedly to touch up old plays for the company
to which he belonged. In those days a play had a very
short run, and there was a continual demand for new
plays to keep the actors busy. Far more of Shake-
speare's work consisted of revising old plays than was
at first realised: but the revision, from being at first
the adding of a scene here and a few lines there,
developed into a complete re-writing, and the trans-
formation of an old plot into an original work of art.
We know, for instance, that there was an earlier
version of Samlet: but that does not in any way
detract from the greatness of Shakespeare's achieve-
ment. He did not care where he got his plots. A plot,
for him, was the stimulus that set his mind working.
He turned the plot over in his mind, altered it, re-
considered it, joined it maybe to another, and pro-
duced from the mixture something new and splendid.
He took a historical subject from North's translation
of Plutarch or from Holinshead's chronicles, altering
and condensing freely to bring out character, provide
dramatic effect, and make a play.

The work of Shakespeare groups itself fairly natur-
ally into four periods. Before 1594, he was learning his
trade, touching up old plays like Titus Andronieus, an
absurd Chamber-of-Horrors tragedy, and writing his
first comedies. From 1594 to 1600, with the exception
of a single tragedy, Romeo and Juliet, he was busy with